Timeline of Developments in Academic Dress in North America
compiled by Stephen L. Wolgast
The beginnings of academic dress in United States predate its founding, when in the colonial era the first colleges were established in North America. This timeline is a collection of dates and facts identifying the earliest use of cap and gown, and early departures from its English antecedents (before 1895) and from the Intercollegiate Code of Academic Costume (after 1895). Investigation into American traditions is only just beginning. As more researchers visit more archives, they will find material that establishes earlier firsts and discover new departures. In short, this timeline should be considered a starting point rather than a definitive conclusion.
1635
COLLÈGE DES JÉSUITES North America's first college is founded in Quebec.
1636
HARVARD Founded as New College on 9 June, it would become the oldest college in the US.
1655
HARVARD College law requires students to wear coat, gown or cloak; 'gown' may have referred to a 'night gown', the modern term for which is dressing gown (in US usage) and which was worn outdoors at the time during warm weather in lieu of a woollen coat.
1692
HARVARD The college laws, now in Latin, forbid any student from leaving campus without 'Toga, Tunica, vel Penula ...' (gown, coat, or hood/cloak) . Mourning gowns were popular at the time, as was the 'night gown', an outer garment men wore in public in hot weather. 
1784
COLUMBIA Reorganized after the Revolution, Columbia no longer requires gowns.
1786
BROWN Black gowns and caps are adopted for commencement.
1787
COLUMBIA Students request that gowns be re-authorized, but the trustees recommend gowns only for the president and professors.
1788
COLUMBIA Trustees accede to students' wishes and re-authorize gowns for all.
1789
COLUMBIA Statute permits the president and professors to require gowns of students and faculty at appropriate events.
KING'S COLLEGE, Nova Scotia Founded by a former governor of King's College in New York, its original location was Windsor,
1802
PRINCETON College law requires students to own and wear 'the regulation cap and gown' at prayers, church, and all public exercises.
1807
HARVARD Rule permits a black gown among commencement day dress.
KING'S COLLEGE, Nova Scotia Rules require academic dress, 'Habits to be the same as worn in Oxford …'
1813
PENNSYLVANIA Rule makes black gowns official.
1827
COLUMBIA Students ask the trustees to adopt a rule of their own regulating caps; the trustees pass the request to the faculty instead of acting.
1842
DALHOUSIE Regulation requires students to wear the undergraduate gown of King's College, Nova Scotia.
TORONTO Ceremonial Committee directed to provide gowns for various officials attending the ceremony that opened the college.
1843
McGILL Trustees adopt statute on academic dress, which is to be the same as Oxford's with four exceptions: the undergraduate commoners' gown is that of the Oxford scholar's gown; the scholar wears the undergraduate commoners' gown of King's College Toronto; students in law and medicine wear the Cambridge BA gown, and medical students wear 'a plain rose coloured silk hood'.
1844
TORONTO Medical students to wear the gowns of the arts faculty, the details of which were unrecorded.
c. 1850 DARTMOUTH Some students wear the cap and gown.
1852
COLUMBIA Trustees remind the faculty that professors and students must wear gowns to examinations. 
1886
HARVARD The University faculty wears gowns to the 250th anniversary.
1887
22 April PENNSYLVANIA Approves special academic dress after students have begun wearing their own. The new gowns are worn without hoods; for graduates, the yoke of the gown is in the faculty colour. Undergraduates wear gowns in all black, with a silk cord in the faculty colour 'along the margin of the yoke'.
5 December COLUMBIA Trustees approve its first scheme of academic dress, which includes a festal scarlet robe for doctors, and for doctors and masters a gown with three velvet stripes on the sleeves.
1890
HARVARD Caps and gowns are required for attendance at chapel on Baccalaureate Sunday.
1891
NEW YORK UNIVERSITY Rule authorizes gowns, hoods, and caps, 'the pattern suggested being those of Edinburgh'. They are not required to be worn.
SYRACUSE Students are denied permission to wear cap and gown.
PRINCETON Seniors adopt black gown 'with a narrow strip of orange between the shoulders'.
1892
DARTMOUTH The Class of 1892 votes in favour of wearing caps and gowns during commencement week and at commencement.
YALE Seniors adopt academic dress for commencement.
NEW YORK UNIVERSITY Description of its costume includes master's gown 'to be faced down the front with black velvet with bars of the same across the sleeves'.
JOHNS HOPKINS Bachelors and doctors adopt black gowns; masters not mentioned.
1893
Spring HAMPDEN-SYDNEY Grey gowns adopted for commencement.
June PRINCETON John J. McCook gets permission from his fellow trustees to discuss standardizing academic dress with representatives of Harvard, Yale, Columbia, and other universities.
December Gardner Cotrell Leonard publishes an article in University Magazine promoting his scheme for standardized academic dress. PRINCETON University President Woodrow Wilson reminds faculty of the requirement to wear academic dress at any public function at which the faculty appears as a body.
1903
McGILL The calendar of 1903-04 includes list of gowns and hoods for its ten degrees, which are to follow Cambridge patterns, a switch from the Oxford patterns adopted in 1853. The hood for medical students is omitted; the MD wears a scarlet cloth hood lined with yellow silk.
1907
STANFORD Students wear academic dress to commencement.
1912
BROWN In a first for the Ivy League, it changes the colour of its academic dress from the Code's directions when the mortar-boards worn by its corporate administration switch from black to the university colour, seal brown, in velvet.
1922-23 TORONTO Hood shapes and colours reviewed and proposed for all degrees.
1932
ICC Revisions are made to the Code: the master's hood is shortened to its current length; additional faculty colours are authorized; chevrons are called for when hood linings display more than one colour.
1933 COLUMBIA University President Nicholas Butler considers adding embroidered crowns to its academic gowns, but abandons the plan.
1938
YALE Trustees authorize coloured gowns, of Yale blue, for doctors and masters. Yale becomes the first Ivy League university to permit graduates to wear coloured academic dress since the Code was adopted.
1939
McGILL The calendar of 1939-40 includes list of gowns and hoods for its twenty-three degrees. The MD hood, still of scarlet cloth, is now lined with dark blue silk.
1945
McGILL The governor's gown, in use for at least several years, is described in a letter as dark blue with darker velvet bands (no colour or further description is mentioned). It is worn by those members of the Board of Governors who do not hold degrees.
1948
COLUMBIA Administrators prepare a scheme of special dress for its officers. Voted down because the cost is too high.
1950
SYRACUSE At the chancellor's request, the University adopts orange gowns of various shapes for the chancellor, trustees, and other officers.
1954
ROCHESTER The University adopts a red gown for its president and black gown with gold trim for some of its officers.
1955
HARVARD Doctors of Philosophy are granted crimson gowns. (Later, all doctors will be permitted to wear the special gown.)
1956
ICC The chevron becomes permissive instead of obligatory in hood linings of more than one colour.
Late 1950s TORONTO A doctoral gown of the Oxford shape is adopted, in black silk with facings and the lower sleeves covered in scarlet broadcloth; the facings are edged in white cord. It is worn with a mortar-board with a red tassel.
1958
COLUMBIA A second scheme of special dress is prepared. (It is unknown why it was not approved.)
1959
PRINCETON Trustees approve PhD gowns of black with orange facings, sleeve linings, and sleeve bars. The pattern of the gown and doctor's hood depart from the Code. The sleeves of the gown are lined and bound about an inch on the outside of the cuff in orange and the stripes sit lower on the sleeves; the hood is uniformly edged with orange rather than a faculty colour.
ICC Revisions to the Code include: the arm slit on the master's gown moves to the wrist; additional faculty colours are authorized; faculty colours are assigned by subject studied; women are permitted a soft square cap; the master's and doctor's gowns are permitted to be worn closed; the cut-out in the master's sleeves is to be on the front (heretofore its location was unspecified). Tassels in faculty colours are permitted. The changes take effect in 1960.
1960
PRINCETON Marshals first wear orange gown with black facings and sleeve bars at convocation honouring Konrad Adenauer.
1961
ICC Committee on Academic Costume and Ceremony adopts maroon as faculty colour for home economics. The addition never appears in the ACE book.
1963
COLUMBIA The Trustees approve slate grey gowns for all its graduates, with two embroidered crowns on each gown. It replaces the hood with a cape (without cowl) for bachelors and doctors, and with an unusual shape for masters, which alone among the 'hoods' loses the white chevron.
1964
10 May PENNSYLVANIA The Trustees approve a unique gown for the PhD in red with blue cuffs and dark blue sleeve bars and facings. (Later, all doctors will be permitted to wear this gown, with the trim in faculty colour.) The president and other officers also wear the gown.
BROWN For its bicentennial commemoration, the University creates a special presidential gown. It is seal brown and trimmed with gold sleeve bars and a red yoke.
1966
COLUMBIA The London Doctor of Music gown with matching hood and a Tudor bonnet becomes the mace bearer's costume. In the future a pileus cap replaces the bonnet.
